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strangers seated together on an airplane, the nar-
rator reports never fretting over whether to come 
out as gay. The eyebrow raiser is this: “I’m origi-
nally from North Dakota.”
KATHLEEN DIXON
Department of English
University of North Dakota
Island of Bones: Essays. By Joy Castro. Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2012. 132 pp. 
Notes, bibliography. $16.95 paper.
With the lyric vision of a poet, the dramatic 
tension of a novelist, and the meditative com-
mentary of an essayist, Joy Castro has crafted 
a remarkable book of linked essays about the 
multiple border crossings of identity. In the 
book’s title essay, “Island of Bones,” the narra-
tor ruptures the myths of the mainstream Cuban 
American narrative (her family immigrated not 
to Miami after Fidel Castro’s revolution but to 
Key West in the 1870s; worshiped not in Catho-
lic cathedrals but in the Kingdom Halls of the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses; earned money not through 
investments but as “cleaners of other people’s 
houses, grocery checkers, cops”) and resists the 
exotic “performance” of a gendered ethnic iden-
tity often expected of Latinas. After growing up 
as the adoptive Latina baby to Cuban American 
parents and doing graduate work in U.S. Latina 
literature, Castro’s own identity is ruptured: at 
age twenty-six she discovers that she isn’t Latina 
at all. Her birth mother, a midwesterner, is Irish, 
French, and Swedish. With this revelation, Cas-
tro’s identity is “severed.” The essays that follow 
reveal how a writer’s cultural identity shaped by 
family, place, trauma, education, and class aware-
ness evokes a literary identity, one that resists ste-
reotypes, that stays true to the “jagged, smashed 
places of edges and fragments . . . of feeling lost, 
of perilous freedom.”
It is from these jagged, smashed places that 
the book’s beauty and insight emerge. In “Farm 
Use,” the narrator tells the story of a brutal stepfa-
ther who sees both mother and daughter as sexu-
al prey, who beats the mother, daughter, and son 
With its short chapters and lively prose, the 
book is largely meant to entertain, but it has great 
educational value. Bauer leaves his readers with 
no doubts that the past is a foreign country, even 
when it took place right in one’s own backyard.
PAMELA RINEY-KEHRBERG
Department of History
Iowa State University
Prairie Silence: A Memoir. By Melanie Hoffert. 
Boston: Beacon Press, 2013. 238 pp. $24.95.
Melanie Hoffert’s memoir on growing up gay in 
rural North Dakota is refreshingly devoid of the 
clichéd finger-wagging that marks much discourse 
on the subject. The denizens of Dakota are not 
depicted as abject bigots or people in need of 
diversity training. Hoffert’s reluctance to “come 
out” to family, friends, and former neighbors of 
her small town is something she ultimately pins 
on herself, or on something she calls “prairie 
silence.” At times this phenomenon seems salu-
tary, part of the “natural” relation of people to 
profoundly open spaces; at times “prairie silence” 
seems to be an affliction depriving people of en-
try into their “deepest feelings.” Anyone who has 
lived here for any length of time will recognize 
this emotional remoteness. Anyone who has been 
gay here has had to make some kind of peace with 
it. Or leave.
This memoir, however, is sweet and lyrical. 
Among its gifts are hyperbolic figures of speech 
(e.g., “Wait, wait. What? I shook my head like a 
cartoon character flattened by falling off of a cliff, 
who now needed to inflate my body, starting with 
my head”). There’s also a real prairie pleasure in 
the author’s ability to poke fun at herself, and 
at the urban culture to which she has fled. The 
cadences of speech seem about right, too. Seeing 
that her farmer father is intent on demolishing 
a century-old but nonfunctional barn, the narra-
tor can only abjectly point out that “Pottery Barn 
would kill for the wood.” Ripostes Dad: “They 
can come and get it then.” Hoffert is likewise ca-
pable of effective linguistic economy. Recalling 
the sometimes awkward conversations between 
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they describe the steps, roadblocks, successes, 
and frustrations that eventually coalesce into 
programs in which whole learning communities 
come to understand more about their neighbors, 
their cultural identities, and their places in the 
span of folk traditions.
In one chapter, Gwendolyn K. Meister, of 
the Nebraska Folklife Network, and Lincoln-ar-
ea teacher Patricia C. Kurtenbach showcase the 
Cultural Encounter Kit project. These “traveling 
trunks” highlight various immigrant groups that 
have shaped, and continue to influence, the story 
of Nebraska. The collections of primary sources, 
artifacts, and state-standards-compatible lesson 
plans available for teachers to check out and 
adapt to their classes are prime examples of the 
thought-provoking experiential education that 
springs from collaborations between folklorists 
and educators. Other chapters recount the plan-
ning, revising, and discoveries leading to cultural 
bus tours for teachers throughout Wisconsin, 
folk artist residencies in rural Missouri, and a 
university-community collaboration that affects 
an entire neighborhood in postindustrial Ohio.
Through the Schoolhouse Door celebrates the 
innumerable forms that folklife and folk arts in 
education projects can take, from an interactive 
website all the way to verbal arts performances by 
urban youth addressing the narratives that shape 
their lives. Whether a group of teachers carrying 
out ethnographic fieldwork in a neighborhood 
grocery store or a class of students brainstorm-
ing traditions similar to the Indian art of rangoli, 
all these programs cultivate critical thinking and 
reinforce the importance of knowing where you 
come from.
Although one need not be a folklorist to ben-
efit from this book, it would be most helpful to 
students of public folklore, folklorists in search 
of ways to work with communities, and teachers 
looking to strengthen the connection between 
their school, their students, and their students’ 
families. The book concludes with a useful bibli-
ography and webography.
NELDA R. AULT
Logan, Utah
for any show of disrespect—even looking him in 
the eye, who denies them food and clothing and 
keeps them isolated outside a small West Virginia 
town. And yet what is heartbreaking isn’t just the 
stepfather’s ruthlessness but also the mother’s 
defeat, her supplication to the daughter to help 
satisfy this man’s voracious sexual appetite.
In “An Angle of Vision,” Castro narrates the 
complications of academia, of “fitting in” with 
a predominantly white middle-class faculty at a 
private college in the Midwest when her heri-
tage is impoverished and ethnic, where women 
are “schooled to silence.” Though articulate and 
credentialed with a PhD, the narrator discovers 
that “jumping class comes at a price,” one that 
includes social anxiety and self-consciousness. To 
jump class is to become bicultural, to belong nei-
ther to the past narrative of poverty and shame 
nor to the new narrative of middle-class privilege 
and entitlement.
In Island of Bones, Castro seduces the reader 
by a language that lives in the nerves and by an 
arc of resilience that suggests how one insightful 
woman emerges from a bruised life.
PATRICIA FOSTER
Department of English
University of Iowa
Through the Schoolhouse Door: Folklore, Community, 
Curriculum. Edited by Paddy Bowman and Lynne 
Hamer. Logan: Utah State University Press, 2011. 
xiii + 250 pp. Photographs, map, notes, works 
cited, appendix, index. $24.95 paper.
At once a history, a handbook, and a how-to, 
Through the Schoolhouse Door gathers together ex-
amples for folklorists, students, and educators of 
best practices—along with accompanying caution-
ary tales—on the impact that folklore, folklife, 
and folk arts have in the realm of education.
The book’s nine chapters offer accounts by 
folklorists and educators working throughout 
the United States, from New York to Florida and 
from Nebraska to Pennsylvania. In great detail, 
